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Satire in Boaistuau’s Théâtre du monde
Alison Baird Lovell
Ohio Wesleyan University
Le Théâtre du monde [Theater of the World] (1558) of Pierre Boaistuau was an

encyclopedic compilation in three books presenting a litany of vices and miseries
in human life; the book proved to be an early modern “bestseller” and was
reproduced in many editions and translations across Europe. Boaistuau, the first
editor of the tales of Marguerite de Navarre, also edited other story collections,
besides investigating religious matters, early modern science and medicine
including prodigies and monsters, and other developing forms of knowledge.
The Théâtre du monde manifested topoi including the theatrum mundi with its
vast spectacle displayed for the reader, as well as the contemptus mundi in the
portrayal of vices and miseries; the miseria hominis topos found its counterpart
in Boaistuau’s Bref discours de l’excellence et la dignité de l’homme (1558)
with its corresponding topos of the dignitas hominis. Rather than striving for
originality, the compilator borrowed authority and legitimacy from patristic and
humanist sources through imitatio, erudite sources that were evident or disguised.
Drawing on a range of scholarly perspectives on satire including its early modern
forms, we find that Boaistuau’s satire emerged through critiques of elements of
society both religious and secular, through evocation of human corruption and
wretchedness, and through the conventional invective and moral purpose being
subverted by fascination for the spectacle, accompanied by subtle disillusionment
emerging from a sense of the absurd.

Le

Théâtre du monde [Theater of the World] (1558) of Pierre
Boaistuau (c. 1517-66) is a compilation in three books presenting
a litany of vices and miseries in human life.1 The text went
through nearly seventy printed editions between 1558 and 1622
in France alone. Beginning in 1566 the Théâtre du monde was
translated into Latin, Italian, Spanish, German and English, often
in bilingual editions.2 Boaistuau’s book generated imitations as
1 Boaistuau compiled his encyclopedic text from erudite material and anecdotes mainly
from humanist and patristic sources; favorite borrowed authors included Augustine and
Erasmus, whereas Boaistuau did not consistently name his direct sources such as Estienne
Dolet, Henricus Cornelius Agrippa, Erasmus and Pedro Mexía.
2 Michel Simonin, ed., Le théâtre du monde (1558) (Geneva: Droz, 1981), Intro., 9.
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well as translations. Although scholars such as Michel Simonin,
Jean Céard, Richard Carr, Tom Conley and Ann Blair have studied
the writings of Boaistuau,3 the Théâtre du monde is not especially
well known, when we consider that this sixteenth-century writer,
translator, editor, and humanist contributed to the sub-genres of
both the histoire tragique [tragic story] and the histoire prodigieuse
[wondrous story], the latter of which dealt with monsters. As Céard
has demonstrated, marvels, monsters and prodigious phenomena
were of great interest to sixteenth-century readers; the work of the
surgeon Ambroise Paré, Des monstres et prodiges [Of Monsters and
Prodigies] (1573), likewise nourished that fascination. Boaistuau
was the first editor of the stories of Marguerite de Navarre, published
with alterations and distortions, under the title Histoires des amans
fortunez [Stories of Fortunate Lovers] (1558); in 1559 Claude
Gruget essentially restored the Queen of Navarre’s unfinished text,
renaming it the Heptaméron.
Boaistuau also composed a treatise much shorter than the
Théâtre du monde, the Bref discours de l’excellence et la dignité de
l’homme [Brief Discourse on the Excellence and Dignity of Man]
(1558), whose title echoed the treatise De dignitate et excellentia
hominis Libri IV [On the Dignity and Excellence of Man in Four
Books] (c. 1452-53) of Giannozzo Manetti (1396-1459).4 Manetti’s
text was composed as a belated response to the influential treatise
3 See Michel Simonin, ed., Pierre Boaistuau, Bref discours de l’excellence et la dignité
de l’homme (1558) (Geneva: Droz, 1982), and Le théâtre du monde (1558) (Geneva: Droz,
1981); Jean Céard, La nature et les prodiges: l’insolite au seizième siècle (Geneva: Droz,
1977, 1996); Richard Carr, Pierre Boaistuau’s “Histoires tragiques : A Study of Narrative
Form and Tragic Vision (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1979); Tom
Conley, “Pierre Boaistuau’s Cosmographic Stage: Theater, Text, and Map,” in Renaissance
Drama, 23 (1992), 59-86 ; and Ann Blair, The Theater of Nature: Jean Bodin and Renaissance Science (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1997).
4 See Giannozzo Manetti, De dignitate et excellentia hominis libri quattuor, ed. Elizabeth
Riley (Leonard, Padua: Antenore, 1975). For an English translation of Book 4 of the treatise, see Bernard Murchland, Two Views of Man (New York: Ungar, 1966), 61-103. Manetti was indebted to Antonio da Barga, Bartolomeo Facio, and Lorenzo Valla. See Simon
M. Elliott, The Myth of Sisyphus: Renaissance Theories of Human Perfectibility (Madison:
Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 2007), Ch. 6, esp. 155-57 and note 65. Elliott sets Manetti in
counterpoint to De humane conditionis miseria libri due [Two Books of the Misery of the
Human Condition] (1455) of Poggio Bracciolini (1380-1459).
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De Miseria humanae conditionis [On the Misery of the Human
Condition] (c. 1195) of Cardinal Lotario dei Segni (1160/1-1216),
who became Pope Innocent III in 1198.5 Boaistuau’s Bref discours
also recalled the oration later named De hominis dignitate [On the
Dignity of Man] of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-94).6 The
Théâtre du monde imitates the tripartite structure, with chapters, of
the De miseria humanae conditionis. The Bref discours deals with the
topos of the dignitas hominis [dignity of man], which complements
the corresponding topos of the miseria hominis [misery of man] in
the Théâtre du monde. Together, the two texts of Boaistuau illustrate
a paradox concerning the human condition – or two sides of the
same coin.7
Boaistuau describes the Théâtre du monde as “quasi Satyres
et anatomies de vices” [nearly satires and anatomies of vices] (47).
This is the only time that he directly refers to satire as a defining
attribute of his text. Besides the overarching theatrum mundi topos,
the contemptus mundi topos8 also nourishes Boaistuau’s satire. The
same contemptus mundi topos had been prevalent in Lotario’s late
5 See Pope Innocent III (Lotario dei Segni), De miseria conditionis humanae, tr. Robert
E. Lewis (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1978). Lotario had promised to write a
corresponding treatise on the dignity of man, but never did so.
6 See Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Oratio de hominis dignitate, ed. Eugenio Garin
(Pordenone: Studio Tesi, 1994). See also the bilingual French edition, Jean Pic de la Mirandole, Oeuvres philosophiques (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1993) with accompanying étude by Olivier Boulnois. For recent assessments of Pico’s philosophical
work, see M. V. Dougherty, ed., Pico della Mirandola: New Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2008).
7 For an analysis of the twelfth century penchant for the interplay of dialectical opposites in scholastic thought, religious conversion, romance, legal disputes, and gender, see
Constance Brittain Bouchard, Every Valley Shall Be Exalted: The Discourse of Opposites
in Twelfth Century Thought (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2003). I would remark that the penchant,
which is found in biblical passages and which also meshes with the Platonic harmony of
opposites and with paradoxy, does not end with the twelfth century. Boaistuau (among
many others) frequently engages in the discourse of opposites. Richard Carr explores this
in Boaistuau’s work through what Carr calls the “tragic paradox between man’s potential
greatness and his present misery” (225) in the last chapter of his book Pierre Boaistuau’s
“Histoires Tragiques”: A Study of Narrative Form and Tragic Vision, 221-51.
8 Robert Bultot, Christianisme et valeurs humaines: A, La doctrine du mépris du monde,
en Occident, de S. Ambroise à Innocent III (Louvain and Paris: Nauwelaerts, 1963-64).
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twelfth century De miseria, which likewise contained satire.9 The
present analysis attempts to illuminate the nature of Boaistuau’s
satire within the Théâtre du monde. While Boaistuau vacillates
between moralizing condemnation and pity for the human condition
at all social levels, still, occasional grim humor may be discerned
in a work with an otherwise indignant, serious tone. Although
the author-compilator does not employ certain forms commonly
found in satire such as verse structure, parody, or mock encomium,
nonetheless Boaistuau’s popular work will be positioned within the
broader context of early modern satire.
As compilations, Boaistuau’s two texts, the Théâtre du monde
and the Bref discours display Renaissance humanist knowledge in
keeping with the principles of imitatio; their sources are sometimes
announced and at other times disguised. Boaistuau’s sources
incorporate sacred and secular authors, ranging from ancient to
contemporary. They include the Bible and patristic texts, especially
St. Augustine’s De civitate dei [City of God], of which Boaistuau
produced an unfinished translation, as well as Pliny, Plutarch,
Erasmus, Piccolomini, Agrippa, and others.10 Boaistuau’s texts merit
study today as examples of early modern epistemology, because the
compilation was an important encyclopedic form, and because the
9 See Donald R. Howard, ed., On the Misery of the Human Condition (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1969), Introduction. Concerning works with the contemptus mundi topos,
Howard writes, “Ostensibly these evils of the social order illustrate how the world deserves
to be despised; yet the implication was that particular abuses should be reformed, so that in
some degree the works have a satiric function” (xxvi). Howard cites Maccarrone’s critical
edition of the De miseria (Lugano: Thesaurus Mundi, 1955), noting that Lotario’s treatise
has also been called De contemptu mundi, a reference to this type of writing that appears
in Europe from the twelfth to the seventeenth century (Howard, xxiv-xxv). The idea of
“contempt of the world” is found in Jerome and other patristic authors; themes include corruption of the natural order, the mutability and vanity of earthly things (according to I John
2:16, these include lust of the flesh, lust of the eyes, and the pride of life), evils of the social
order, and punishment or reward in the afterlife (Howard, xxv-xxvi).
10 The critical editions of Michel Simonin, Théâtre du monde (Geneva: Droz, 1981) and
Bref discours (Geneva: Droz, 1982), diligently document Boaistuau’s sources, including
instances where Boaistuau cites a source that his source cites – in other words, Boaistuau
might disguise the secondary source he uses, referring only to a canonical or authoritative
text as if his citation were directly derived from it rather than from the secondary source.
Boaistuau seems to engage in citation practices that today we would consider negligent,
rather than a calculated subversion of authority in this context.
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publication of the Théâtre du monde was a success in its time. They
are not radical or original texts, but their interest lies in part in the
way that the compilator imposed a structure on an unwieldy body
of diverse information, and what that structure reveals about how
early modern readers understood themselves and the world around
them. Our contemporary disciplines of knowledge are much more
compartmentalized than they were in the sixteenth century,11 and
theology was not isolated as a discrete system from science.
Literary scholars used to tend to study texts that were
extraordinary for their time, and Boaistuau’s writings stand in
contrast to such texts. In his Literary History of France: Renaissance
France (1974), McFarlane dismissed Boaistuau as “a hack polymath,
a jack-of-all-trades who did a vast amount of translation, adaptation
and vulgarization.”12 This judgment reveals a preoccupation with
the idea of an elusive, ultimately authoritative text that presents an
original intellectual accomplishment, a work of genius. Indeed, from
our current scholarly perspective, Boaistuau transgressed the rules
of authorship, plagiarism, and citation of sources. He substantially
altered Marguerite de Navarre’s collection of novellas for his 1558
edition, just as he altered the sources used in his compilations Bref
discours and Théâtre du monde, also published in 1558.
Boaistuau called himself an ordinary man, and his work a
“Rapsodie ou Recueil de diverses auctoritez” (47) [Rhapsody or
collection of various authorities]. He did not claim authority on
his own merit, but instead derived it from the auctores from whom
he borrowed. In the preface to the reader of the Théâtre du monde,
Boaistuau writes:
Je ne fais point ici office de Censeur ou reformateur de vices, (me
recongnoissant homme comme les autres) . . . je ne m’attache
qu’aux vices, et non point aux personnes (49).13
11 Neil Kenny, The Palace of Secrets: Béroalde de Verville and Renaissance Conceptions
of Knowledge (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1991), 2.
12 McFarlane, A Literary History of Renaissance France, (London: E. Benn, 1974), 252
(he refers to both Boaistuau and his collaborator Belleforest here). Quoted in Richard Carr,
Pierre Boaistuau’s “Histoires tragiques,” 26, note 36.
13 This quotation is similar to the passage on priests quoted below (TM 153).
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[I am not taking up here the office of Censor or reformer of
vices, (recognizing myself as a man like others) . . . I attach
myself only to vices, and not to persons].

He denounced the abuses in the world, “voulant sur telz abus
mespriser” (44) [wanting to heap scorn on such abuses], as he stated
in the last line of a sonnet inserted at the beginning of the Théâtre
du monde. Boaistuau’s Théâtre du monde contains the shadow of a
satire on the notions of authorship and imitation, for if compilators
and writers only cite other sources who cite still other sources,
then true authority seems hollow, a web in mise en abyme of signs
pointing to other signs. In a religious context, Boaistuau comments
through a series of antitheses (without synthesis) on the diversity of
religious beliefs in his time and uncertainty about correct doctrine:
Encores ce qui nous doit donner plus grand terreur, sont les
diversitez des opinions qui sont entre nous, et les erreurs
desquelles nous sommes envelopez : car ce que l’un dict estre
blanc, l’autre le dict estre noir : ce que l’un appelle jour, l’autre
l’appelle nuict. Ce qui est lumiere à l’un, est tenebres à l’autre.
Ce que l’un trouve doux, l’autre le juge amer. Ce qui est Jesus
Christ, verité, et paradis à l’un, est Antichrist, mensonge et
enfer à l’autre (170-71).14
[Again what must give us the greatest terror is the diversity of
opinions that are among us, and the errors from which we are
enveloped: for what one says is white, the other says is black:
what one calls day, the other calls it night. What is light to one,
is shadow to the other. What one finds sweet, the other judges
it bitter. What is Jesus Christ, truth, and paradise to one, is
Antichrist, the lie and hell to the other.]

Christian theologians were supposed to embody impeccable
authority, but in debates of the Reformation, this was called into
question during theological disputes where uncertainty reigned.
In a plurality of opinions and voices, the compilator poses the
.
14 Boaistuau draws upon Erasmus, and perhaps Josse van Clichtove and Bernard of
Clairvaux for this passage (Simonin, TM, note 295). Boaistuau’s passage also reflects the
growing doctrinal confusion from the early decades of the sixteenth century about official
ecclesiastical teaching (such as that on justification, exploited by Martin Luther) in light
of the theological schools and tensions between conciliar and curial positions on authority. See, e.g., Alistair McGrath, Reformation Thought: An Introduction, 2nd ed. (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1993), 28-37.
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question: who speaks with reliable authority? Boaistuau does not
engageincontroversy by taking a defiant position on this point.15
15 Simonin, Céard and Carr do not indicate that Boaistuau was a Huguenot. I have found
few references to Boaistuau’s potential Protestant leanings: for instance, Simonin in his
article “Notes sur Pierre Boaistuau,” in L’encre et la lumière (Geneva: Droz, 2004), 8,
note 40, cites Charles Sorel in Le berger extravagant (Rouen: Berthelin, 1646, I:501), who
called Boaistuau a Huguenot, but the epithet could be gratuitous (part of Sorel’s polemic),
rather than historically exact. In anglophone scholarship, Alan W. Bates in Emblematic
Monsters: Unnatural Modern Conceptions and Deformed Births in Early Modern Europe
(Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, B.V., 2005) calls Boaistuau a “Protestant” (65 and
72), apparently basing this claim in part on the fact that early in 1560 Boaistuau traveled
to England and presented to Queen Elizabeth a beautiful illuminated manuscript edition of
the Histoires prodigieuses (now in the Wellcome Library in London, ms. 136; see Simonin,
“Notes sur Pierre Boaistuau,” in L’encre et la lumière, 11), and in part on a passage indicating that Boaistuau viewed monstrous births as emanating from God’s judgment and wrath
(Emblematic Monsters, 72-73). Bates states: “wonder books were generally written by
Protestants of various persuasions, whereas the writers who dealt most extensively with the
natural properties and classification of monsters were Catholics” (65). This seems insufficient to qualify Boaistuau as a Protestant. Bates erroneously calls Boaistuau a “native of
Paris” (72) (Boaistuau was originally from Nantes, which was then part of Bretagne). In
his article “Good, Calm, Regular and Orderly: Early Modern Classifications of Monstrous
Births” (Social History of Medicine 18:2 [2005], 145, note 34), Bates cites R. Po-Chia
Hsia, “A Time for Monsters: Monstrous Births, Propaganda, and the German Reformation,” in Laura Lunger Knoppers and Joan B. Landes, eds., Monstrous Bodies, Political
Monstrosities in Early Modern Europe, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004, 67-92) to
buttress his distinctions between Catholic and Protestant uses of monsters; however, Hsia
was focusing on Reformation Germany, and we cannot extrapolate that the religious and
political discourse involving monsters was identical in France. Furthermore, Hsia states:
“The discourse on monstrosity, as we shall see, is essentially unstable and slippery. Both
Protestants and Catholics interpreted the same monstrous prodigies for their own advantage” (80). Boaistuau had an abiding fascination for monsters, and if his source, Conrad
Lycosthenes, author of the Prodigiorum ac ostentorum chronicon (Basel, 1557)—a source
Boaistuau used for his Histoires prodigieuses—was Protestant, this did not make Boaistuau a Protestant. In the chapter on Boaistuau’s Histoires prodigieuses, Jean Céard in his
book Des monstres et prodiges (Geneva: Droz, 1977, 1996, 252-72) writes, “Raconter,
en effet, est le dessein de Boaistuau” (253) [to recount, in effect, is Boaistuau’s design],
or again, “Boaistuau cherchait à édifier” (265) [Boaistuau sought to edify]. Céard notes
that Boaistuau sought to bring astonishment and pleasure to his readers, which seems a
fine summary of our compilator’s intent. Lynda Gregorian Christian in her 1969 Harvard
dissertation published as Theatrum Mundi: The History of an Idea (New York: Garland,
1987), for her part, calls Boaistuau a “Protestant” and a “French Huguenot” (113), apparently basing this assessment at least in part on the circumstantial evidence that Boaistuau admired and imitated Augustine: “like Augustine, he composed in Latin” (113), and
“Augustine’s philosophy of the radical depravity of human nature was enthusiastically
endorsed by the Calvinists of the Reformation” (113). It seems more prudent to identify
Boaistuau as an “evangelist” at best, since being a grand lecteur of Augustine or Erasmus
does not necessarily imply that one is a Huguenot. Boaistuau was indeed imbued with
the writings of Augustine, Erasmus and Marguerite de Navarre, among others: interested
in reform of vices and corruption, but not necessarily a full-fledged Protestant who broke
with the Latin Church, rejected its papacy, or espoused doctrines of Calvin, Luther, or
Zwingli (Boaistuau’s true views would have been well hidden indeed). Herbert Weisinger has pointed out that Calvin used the prevalent theatrum mundi topos in the Institutio
Christianae Religionis [Institutes of the Christian Religion] (see I, 6, 2), “Theatrum mundi:
Illusion as Reality,” in The Agony and the Triumph (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State UP,
1964), 59-60. In a single reference to Calvin in his critical edition of the Théâtre du monde,
Simonin compares Boaistuau’s invective against papal corruption to Calvin’s (Institutio
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Before scrutinizing Boaistuau’s text further, let us briefly
clarify the meaning of satire within the scope of this article. The
term satire is of mixed etymology. It comes from the Latin term
satura, meaning a mélange containing disparate elements, as in the
Roman term lanx satura, a platter of fruits and nuts. The Roman
satirist exposed matters public and private – human malice, foibles
and vanities. Thus Roman satire was heterogeneous, incorporating
various components.16 Satire exploits other genres; we may view it as
a mode rather than a genre,17 since satire has exhibited mixed genres
since antiquity. The other origin of the definition of satire comes
from the Greek satyros, and thus the connotation of satire as a low
and vulgar form. These two etymologies were conflated in antiquity
as well as during the Renaissance. Françoise Lavocat18 has shown
Christianae Religionis [Institutes of the Christian Religion] IV, 7, 22): see TM note 17,
235-6. Boaistuau’s invective is hardly exceptional: anticlericalism has existed for almost
as long as the established Latin Church, and Gregory VII (Hildebrand), Bernard of Clairvaux and many others condemned clerical, monastic, episcopal or papal corruption for a
range of purposes long before Wycliffe, the Devotio moderna, or the Reformation itself.
While criticizing the papacy in the mid-sixteenth century might indicate reformist sympathies, Boaistuau seemed to be more concerned with denouncing generic corruption and
suffering than with doctrinal wrangling, controversy, or iconoclasm. In a different vein,
one is also reminded of the delightful paradoxical and satirical tale 1.2 in the Decameron
of Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-75), in which a Frenchman, Jehannot [Giannotto], attempts
to convert a Jew, who insists on traveling to Rome to see the papacy for himself, to good
effect. František Graus comments on the implication of tale 1.2 that “God must be exceptionally merciful, because he has not destroyed Rome yet” (“The Church and its Critics in
Time of Crisis,” in Anticlericalism in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe, 67, note
4). Boccaccio’s tale explored a central paradox that nourished anticlericalism: a corrupt
institution (or an institution with corrupt representatives) purporting to offer moral guidance and the way to salvation.

16 On varieties of Roman satire, see Quintilian, Institutiones Oratoriae, 10, 1, 93 (Winterbottom). Satire first coalesced as a literary form in Rome, where poetic genre was closely
tied to meter, as it was for the Greeks (e.g., epic, elegy). The satires of Ennius, Lucilius,
Horace, and Juvenal were composed in hexameter. I thank my colleague Lee Fratantuono
for comments concerning the classical material for this article.
17 Charles Knight in The Literature of Satire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), 4, asserts that satire is pre-generic and not a mode but modal, a “frame of mind” and
a “mental position”; the novel later becomes satire’s richest, most useful genre.
18 Françoise Lavocat, La syrinx au bûcher: Pan et les satyres à la Renaissance et à
l’âge baroque (Geneva: Droz, 2005), 234-80: “Le satyre de la fable ésopique qui dénonce
l’hypocrisie des hommes soufflant le chaud et le froid adopte en fait la même posture que le
satiriste indigné par les vices de ses contemporains” (235) [The satire of the Aesopic fable
that denounces the hypocrisy of men breathing hot and cold in fact adopts the same posture
as the satirist indignant about the vices of his contemporaries].
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that the conflation was deliberate and virtually unanimous in the
sixteenth century, despite or rather because of the etymologies, one
reason being the presence in theater of the irreverent satyr character.
This has interesting implications for the teratological interests of
Boaistuau, in light of his choice of book title, though the Théâtre du
monde is not a play. It was not until the early seventeenth century
that Isaac Casaubon (1559-1614) in his De satyrica Graecorum
poesi et Romanorum Satira libri duo [Two Books Concerning the
Satirical Poetry of the Greeks and Romans] (1605) distinguished
between satura and satyros (and even after that, the satura/satyr
conflation persisted into the eighteenth century). According to
Casaubon, satire was preoccupied with virtue and vice. While this
preoccupation is not valid for all satire of all periods, it is consistent
with much early modern satire including that of Boaistuau.
It might seem inconsistent that early modern satire, being
inherently concerned with correcting or subverting mores, at the
same time should be conceived as a mixed, impure form.19 The
loftiest genres possessed formal and rhetorical conventions, whether
theological or classical (e.g., tragedy, epic) in origin. While satire
also possessed classical rhetorical conventions (cf. Menippean
and Varronian satire), satire’s heterogeneous form and language
permitted the writer to convey ideas in ways that were not possible
by means of more rigidly structured genres. Satire adopted and at
times parodied genres in order to manifest its ideas, and the analyst
of satire must consider its rhetorical strategies. Satire has been used
to attack distortions of the truth, to “correct perception” as Charles
Knight puts it.20 This correction of perception is essential to satire’s
power, and it might involve the imposition of a moral code, or it
might skewer conventional morality as hypocritical. According to
19 Examples of the mixed form in Renaissance satire include Stultitiae laus [Praise of
Folly] of Erasmus, the work of Jean Bodin and Béroalde de Verville, and coq-à-l’âne (a
satirical epistle in verse, developed by Marot, which wanders from one subject to the next).
Satire often takes the form of a miscellany (less organized than the encyclopedic form), as
it does in the examples above and in Boaistuau, among others.
20 Knight, The Literature of Satire, 3.
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Gilbert Highet,21 the satirical author seeks to induce some blend
of contempt and amusement, however bitter, in the reader. While
Boaistuau condemns both vice and hypocrisy, our author-compilator
never subverts morals to the point of abandoning them; instead, he
reinforces those morals through diatribe against corruption in diverse
contexts. Knight identifies other central aspects of satire:
The skeptical but observant satirist recognizes that some people
are evil, but all are foolish not only because they do foolish
things but because they are unaware of their folly. They are
errant in action but blind in perception. Hence they are incurable
unless perception is changed . . . . The satiric frame of mind,
of which Democritus is an emblem, comprises complex and
even paradoxical qualities . . . . The satirist is on one hand the
dispassionate observer of humanity, and, on the other, the irate
attacker of particular individuals. His mode of both observation
and attack is representation.22

Whereas discussion of virtue and vice is part of moral
discourse, the mocking of ugliness, clumsiness, foolishness, bad
taste, or stupidity is not (unless the offended reader judges the
satirical mockery itself to be immoral because unfair or uncharitable).
Knight claims that satire is “independent of moral purpose”23 since
some satire does not impose the norms of a moral code, but norms
are still at issue even if they are undermined rather than reinforced,
and even if such norms are not timeless and universal. All social
conventions exist and evolve relative to their time, place and culture;
thus, paradoxically, norms are always contingent. In his 1994 book
Satire: A Critical Reintroduction, Dustin Griffin argues that the
functions of satire are inquiry and provocation rather than moral
instruction and punishment.24 However, the former two do not
necessarily preclude the latter two. Some satire, including that of
21 Gilbert Highet, Anatomy of Satire (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1962), 21.
22 Knight, The Literature of Satire, 3.
23 Knight, The Literature of Satire, 5.
24 Knight, The Literature of Satire, 5, referring to Dustin Griffin, Satire: A Critical Reintroduction, (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1994), 35-70.
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Boaistuau, is indeed intended for moral instruction and punishment,
yet Boaistuau’s provocation is ultimately conventional in its vigor.

Griffin dismissed as insufficient and passé the seminal work
on satire from the 1950s and 1960s of figures like Ronald Paulson,
Northrop Frye, Maynard Mack and Gilbert Highet. Griffin wrote:
From the point of view of the best current criticism of satire,
the old theoretical consensus is clearly inadequate . . . . [V]
igorous and probing criticism of individual texts has not led to
a new theoretical consensus, and nonspecialists continue to rely
on outdated assumptions.25

However, it seems to me that although our critical and theoretical
vocabulary has evolved since that time, the careful reader will find
that the theories of these scholars accommodated the complexity and
ambiguity of satire. What have changed are trends in scholarship,
including the moral climate of scholars of satire since 1960, and
hence their own readings of satirical texts, but the satirical texts
themselves from the past and their moral contexts remain. I am not
ready to discard the scholarship of that older generation, because their
analyses, grounded in the classics, are useful for our understanding
of the ways that early modern readers understood satire. The fact
that Boaistuau identifies his own text of Théâtre du monde as a satire
indicates his understanding of satire’s function, even if it conflicts
with our definition of satire, or with the frequent association of satire
with verse and prosimetrum during the Renaissance.
Concerning satire written in the vernacular languages, the
Théâtre du monde was published before Antonio Minturno’s 1564
treatise in Italian, Arte poetica, which discussed satire, and Boaistuau
died in 1566, before the birth of the satirist Mathurin Régnier (15731613). Marot and Rabelais, among others, made use of satire before
Boaistuau did so, and the French poetic treatises of Thomas Sébillet
(1548), Barthélemy Aneau (1550), and Jacques Peletier du Mans
(1555) covered the category of satire. According to the Dictionnaire
Huguet, the word satyre and related forms appear infrequently in
�������������
Griffin, Satire: A Critical Reintroduction, 2.
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French before 1558; one early example of the verb satyriser occurs in
dizain 104 of Maurice Scève’s Délie (1544). Besides treatment in the
vernacular tongues, Neo-Latin satires were published26 and classical
satires circulated. Francesco Robortello (1516-67) discussed satire
and satyrs according to Aristotelian categories,27 posing the question
of whether satyra was mimetic and belonged to history or poetry.28
Boaistuau for his part studied the writings of Desiderius Erasmus
(1466-1536), and drew upon his work frequently. Let us note that
in his youth Erasmus composed a contemptus mundi treatise, De
contemptu mundi [On Disdaining the World], published in 1521.29
Whereas the French poetic treatises of Sébillet, Aneau, and
Peletier discussed satire with reference to coq-à-l’âne and Marot,
still, the emphasis on vices was consistent with Boaistuau’s satire.
Peletier called satire “un Genre de Poeme mordant” [a type of caustic
poem], asserting that “la satyre est comme le fiel de l’Histoire: car
en elle ne se descrit que la verité des Vices.”30 [Satire is like the bile
of History: for in it is described the truth of Vices.] Ingrid de Smet
observes that Renaissance humanists were preoccupied mostly with
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
For an analysis of Neo-Latin satire, see Bartolomé Pozuelo, “Méthodologie pour l’analyse des satires formelles néo-latines,” in La satire humaniste: Actes du Colloque international des 31 mars, 1er et 2 avril, 1993, ed. Rudolf de Smet (Brussels: Peeters Press, 1994),
19-48. Pozuelo includes graphs comparing the components of satire in Roman satirists as
well as Neo-Latin authors.
���������������
Aristotle, Poetics, 1449.
�����������������
See Lavocat, La syrinx au bûcher, 245-46.
29 See The Collected Works of Erasmus, tr. Erika Rummel (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988), 66: 129-75. Erasmus’ sources included Jerome’s letters, Lotario’s De
miseria treatise, Bernard of Clairvaux’s Meditatio de humana conditione, and the Rhythmus de contemptu mundi attributed to Anselm, as well as classical quotations from pagan
authors to illustrate a Christian theme. Rummel notes that the mature Erasmus was embarrassed about this commissioned work and insisted it did not express his own views on
monasticism (130). The epilogue, Ch. 12 of Erasmus’ De contemptu mundi, contains a
critique of monastic corruption (Rummel finds it to be an expression of Erasmus’ personal
convictions, 133), in rhetorical contradiction to the foregoing exhortation to young men to
join monastic orders. These two sides of the argument correspond to the dialectical opposition between the miseria hominis and dignitas hominis topoi, and between exaltation
and wretchedness.
30 Jacques Peletier du Mans, Art poétique (1555), in Traités de poétique et de rhétorique
de la Renaissance, ed. Francis Goyet, Paris: Livre de Poche, 1990, Second Livre, 6, 300.
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formal verse satire: Menippean satire, blending prose and verse,
was recognized by the mid-sixteenth century and considered to be
older than formal verse satire, but its nature was not elucidated
until the early seventeenth century.31

According to Maynard Mack, satire belongs to the
rhetorical category of laus et vituperatio, praise and blame, and
the exposition of virtues and vices.32 Thus satire has a moral
intent, just as Boaistuau’s work does. For Mack, tragedy and satire
occupy opposite ends of the literary spectrum: satire asserts the
validity and necessity of norms, systematic values and meanings
in recognizable codes, whereas tragedy undermines or dissolves
norms and values; tragedy brings a sense of irrationality and
complexity to experiences, because the character is victim more
than agent.33 François Cornilliat34 has analyzed the rhetorical
techniques of praise and blame which were brought to bear in the
verbal adornment of Rhétoriqueur writings, in which one purpose
was to bring moral order to an uncertain, impure world. This intent
to impose meaning is consistent with Boaistuau’s use of epideictic
techniques. Satire provides an affirmation of recognizable moral
categories within chaos and complexity. Boaistuau evokes these
moral categories throughout the Théâtre du monde. He develops
satire through such traditional vices as avarice, gluttony, and pride.35
Jean Céard, in his analysis of the satire in the second and third
31 Ingrid A. R. de Smet, Menippean Satire and the Republic of Letters, 1581-1655,
Geneva: Droz, 1996, 55.
32 Maynard Mack, “The Muse of Satire,” (1951) in Satire: Modern Essays in Criticism
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1971), 193.
33 Mack, “The Muse of Satire,” 194.
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François Cornilliat, Or ne mens: couleurs de l’éloge et du blâme chez les Grands
Rhétoriqueurs (Paris: Champion, 1994).
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St. Thomas
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Aquinas (c. 1225-74) in the Summa Theologiae (1a 2ae, 84, 4) formulated the seven capital vices: superbia (pride), invidia (covetousness), ira (anger), ignavia
(sloth), avaritia (avarice), gula (gluttony), and luxuria (lust). See St. Thomas Aquinas,
Summa Theologiae, gen. ed. Thomas Gilby, 60 vols. (New York: McGraw Hill, 1964).
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books of Les Tragiques of Agrippa d’Aubigné,36 employs a literary
spectrum for tragedy and satire similar to Maynard Mack. Céard
writes that satire for d’Aubigné is characterized by “une liberté de
parole” [freedom of words], which the poet identifies as licence.37
Like d’Aubigné (as Céard points out),38 Boaistuau’s explicit use of
satire is rare.
Northrop Frye39 develops a literary spectrum with irony at
one extreme and satire at the other: satire exists where there are
clear moral norms, and sheer invective contains little irony. On
the other hand, if the reader is unsure of the author’s position, then
there is irony with little satire. While this range is useful, the two
poles of invective and irony would not necessarily apply to all
Renaissance satire. The identification of satire within this spectrum
is fairly straightforward in the case of Boaistuau: his satire contains
invective and his position is usually clear, and thus the irony relative
to the satire is restrained. George Test among others finds that
invective is distinguished from mere verbal abuse by its greater use
of imagination, though he questions the utility of classifying texts
as satire according to categories based on emotional states.40 Test
points out that invective is rarely found in a pure state but exists in
satire as an element among others.41
Both humor and invective depend on established conventions,
and the Théâtre du monde stays within those boundaries. When
the audience recognizes those shared conventions, it participates
in a virtual community of readers avant la lettre. The following
ambiguous passage illustrates both the shared conventions and the
����������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Jean Céard, “Le style tragique dans Les Tragiques” (of Agrippa d’Aubigné), in La
satire au temps de la Renaissance (Paris: Jean Touzot, Centre de Recherches sur la Renaissance, 1986), 187-201.
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Céard, “Le style tragique,” 188.
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Céard, “Le style tragique,” 188.
39 Northrop Frye, “The Mythos of Winter: Irony and Satire” (1957), in Satire: Modern
Essays in Criticism, ed. Ronald Paulson (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1971), 223-39.
40 George A. Test, Satire: Spirit and Art (Tampa: University of South Florida Press,
1991), 103.
41 Test, Satire: Spirit and Art, 103-4.

hint of satire lurking beneath them:
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Car la reigle des anciens philosophes a toujours esté veritable,
que l’homme commect beaucoup de vices en ce monde, la
punition desquelz Dieu garde en l’autre, excepté la coulpe
que l’homme commet d’avoir mal nourry ses enfants, lequel a
de coustume de porter la peine et la punition de son filz en ce
monde : car le pere ne peult donner à son filz que la chair fragille
et mortelle, par la corruption de laquelle la vie prent fin, mais
par la bonne doctrine et par la science, l’eternelle renommée et
memoire s’acquiert. (118)
[For the rule of the ancient philosophers has always been true,
that man commits many vices in this world, the punishment for
which God keeps in the other, except for the blame that man
commits in having nourished his children badly, (man) who is
accustomed to bring the pain and punishment of his son into
this world: for the father cannot give to his son but the fragile
and mortal flesh, by the corruption of which life reaches its end,
but by the good doctrine and by knowledge, eternal renown and
memory are acquired.]

In the passage cited above, we find an accumulation of
disparate elements: Christian “bonne doctrine” (not specified),
an early modern preoccupation with “science” (knowledge), and
“renommée et memoire” which could be located in either the divine
realm in a Christian context, or the secular realm in a worldly context
(also not specified). The Ancients [anciens philosophes] had prized
such renown in antiquity, and likewise early modern humanists
valued the acquisition of fame for their accomplishments—
preferably acquired before their death. The father bequeathes to
his son the same corrupt post-lapsarian flesh that constitutes his
own: however, in light of the reference to God, inferred as the father
[père], the son [filz] could be read also to mean Jesus. Thus the
passage contains a satirical commentary within the juxtaposition
of opposites: even the Lord’s own son inhabited the same “chair
fragile et mortelle” as does hapless humanity. And since he was
crucified, what hope remains for the rest of us? Eternity is attainable
only through right doctrine and right knowledge, for science is not
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doctrine, and not accessed through ecclesiastical sources. If piety
and orthodoxy were Boaistuau’s only concern, then science would
not be mentioned as a worthy means to attain fame. The humanist
compilator has assembled the incongruous pairings of science and
doctrine, praise for the Christian God and ancient philosophers, and
conventional blame for corrupt mortal flesh, the antithesis of eternity.
As evidenced by his other writings, Boaistuau has a taste for scientific
knowledge, for the grotesque, and for the absurd (Fr. absurde, 12th
c. Fr. absorde, from Latin absurdus,42 signifying discordant; absurd
implies going against reason or common sense). Portrayal of the
absurd through the disposition of incongruous elements constitutes
one aspect of Boaistuau’s satirizing. Incongruity is one basis of
humor, and is a frequent device for satire (though not all incongruity
is humorous).43
To return to Meynard Mack’s configuration for satire, we find
that Boaistuau’s portrayal of humanity in the Théâtre du monde uses
techniques of both tragedy and satire by turns, and this inconsistency
reflects the nature of the compilation as a mixed form. According
to Boaistuau, human beings are both agents and prey to fortune and
miseries beyond their control. As God’s noblest creatures, they
possess free will, but also have limits and flaws that cause suffering
in the world. The Théâtre du monde as a hybrid text is unified by the
trope of the theatrum mundi and the theme of miseries in a moralized
Christian context, but otherwise the structure is not rigorous.
Concerning the theatrum mundi, as Herbert Weisinger put it, “Art
imposes order on nature. Our metaphor, then, confirms the life of art
as it consecrates the art of life.”44 Where humanity is portrayed as
tragic, the response is pity and lament, as when Boaistuau discourses
at length about God’s wrath against the sins of humanity, wrath that
42 The Oxford Latin Dictionary defines absurdus as: 1. of sounds, out of tune, discordant
(Cicero); 2. of persons and their characters, awkward, uncouth, uncivilized (Cicero, Sallust); and 3. preposterous, ridiculous, absurd (Terence, Cicero).
43 See Leonard Feinberg, Introduction to Satire (Ames, IA: Iowa UP, 1967), 101-02.
44 Weisinger, “Theatrum mundi: Illusion as Reality,” 67.
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manifests itself in the world as the scourges of famine, pestilence
and war. Boaistuau as a moralist also seeks to improve society by
satirizing it. Where Boaistuau employs satire, I would surmise that
the reader’s response ranged from moral indignation, abhorrence, or
scorn to amusement for the vices described.
The title Théâtre du monde is satiric rather than tragic,
though the subject treated is mainly tragic, and both are reinforced
by the theatrum mundi topos later used by Jean Bodin and many
others.45 Although tragedy is a category of drama, the work is not
a play to be performed, nor is the work conceived as a fictional
narrative. Theater implies a contrived spectacle for the reader to
contemplate, and Boaistuau repeatedly refers to the spectacle de
misères [spectacle of miseries]. Boaistuau fulfills the rhetorical
requirement of appealing to the interests and emotions of the reader.
His text is authoritative because of the canonical works compiled
within it, rather than due to originality or “genius” on Boaistuau’s
part. And yet the compilator indirectly acquires intellectual status
by association with and absorption of the sources that he assembles
and integrates into the compilation.
The Théâtre du monde contains both prose and verse as does
Menippean satire, while it is not a novella. Anecdotes and stories
are embedded in the text: the compilation is a blend of genres and
styles, including homily and invective. Boaistuau’s tone intersperses
piety with bitterness, praise with denunciation:
[V]oyant ce grand gouffre de miseres, auquel l’homme est
plongé depuis sa naissance jusques au sepulchre, [ils] ont appellé
nature marastre, et usuriere, qui faict payer tant d’interests à
l’homme de son excellence, et dignité” (202-3).
[Seeing this great gulf of miseries, into which mankind is plunged from
his birth until the grave, they have called nature an evil step-mother, and
usurer, who makes man pay so much interest from his excellence and
dignity].
45 Jean Bodin (1530-96), Uniuersæ naturæ theatrum, in quo rerum omnium effectrices
causæ & fines contemplantur, & continuæ series quinque libris discutiuntur (1596). See
Blair, The Theater of Nature. For a study of the theatrum mundi topos, see Lynda G.
Christian, Theatrum Mundi: The History of an Idea (New York: Garland, 1987). See also
Herbert Weisinger, “Theatrum mundi: Illusion as Reality.”
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The text’s inconsistencies do not seem to bother Boaistuau, for it is
intended to be inclusive and comprehensive, rather than restricted
or purified in either style or content. Boaistuau’s cornucopian
compilation reflects the diversity of the world, a vast theater of
nature created by God which contains instances of coincidentia
oppositorum (coincidence of opposites), thus contributing to the
compilator’s satire. In the Bref discours, Boaistuau seeks to moderate
the bleak subject matter of the Théâtre du monde:
Quand a moy il me suffira pour nous degouster quelque peu
des miseres de l’homme, lesquelles (peut estre) j’ay traicté d’un
stile trop tragique, si je descris succinctement quelque dignité
et excellence de l’homme, à fin d’adoulcir et moderer la fureur
de nostre stile et faire congnoistre à ceux qui nous penseroient
trop tetriques, ou severes censeurs des oeuvres de Dieu, quel
est nostre jugement de la generosité de l’homme, le seul esprit
duquel vault mieux que tout ce qui peut estre d’excellent en
toutes autres creatures . . . (43).
[As for me, it will suffice for us to taste a few miseries of man,
which (perhaps) I have treated in too tragic a style, if I describe
succinctly some dignity and excellence of man, so as to soften
and moderate the furor of our style and make known to those
would think we were too horrid or severe censors of the words
of God, what is our judgment of the generosity of mankind, the
only spirit of which is worth more than anything that can be
excellent in all other creatures . . .]

Boaistuau provides counter-balance for the material presented
in the Théâtre du monde by writing about human beings as God’s
most precious, noble creatures, who constitute the Creator’s “chefd’oeuvre,”46 and who are heir to salvation through Christian faith.
Since Boaistuau’s two texts essentially present opposing viewpoints,
one to portray human excellence and dignity, and the other human
misery, taken together, the pair of texts constitutes an extended
rhetorical exercise in duality. However, a comparison of the length
of each text reveals that Boaistuau found far more to say on misery
than on excellence, which tells us about his own worldview as well
���������������
Boaistuau, Bref discours, 39 and 48.
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as about most readers’ predominant fascination with trouble rather
than virtue. Trouble and virtue coexist in his texts as in the world,
which is reflected in them. Boaistuau contrasts the soul with the
body that it inhabits, and presents the Gnostic principle that the soul
is good whereas the body is evil and corrupt. Boaistuau finds the
duality of human existence useful to combat blasphemy and the
grave sin of pride:
[N]ostre Dieu nous a voulu créer de deux substances, l’une
terrestre, et l’autre celeste, à celle fin que si nous venons à nous
enfler ou eslever par orgueil, la vilité de la creation de nostre
corps, qui n’est que terre, cendre, et pourriture, nous reprime et
retienne. Et quand l’homme voudra murmurer contre son Dieu,
contemplant sa misere au regard des animaux, incontinant après
advisant la dignité de son ame, il soit eslevé et quasi ravy d’un
desir ardent de penetrer jusques au ciel, pour recognoistre son
createur.47
[Our God wanted to create from two substances, one earthly,
and the other divine, to that end that if we want to puff ourselves
up or exalt ourselves with pride, the vileness of the creation of
our body, which is but earth, ash, and rot, represses us and holds
us back. And when man will want to murmur against his God,
contemplating his misery in view of the animals, incontinent
after acknowledging the dignity of his soul, he might be
elevated and nearly ravished by an ardent desire to penetrate as
far as heaven, to recognize his creator.]

This passage occurs in the Bref discours, rather than the
Théâtre du monde. Apparently the basis of man’s dignity does
not abide within the physical body, but in the soul, which saves
humankind from descending to a state of utterly abject misery.
Suffering induces a bitter response in people (as illustrated in the
Book of Job and elsewhere), and Boaistuau seeks to narrow the
gap which separates human beings from their divine Creator by
reversing the plunge into misery, far from God, and replacing it
with exaltation and worship (a standard sermonic technique). The
passage synthesizes Boaistuau’s elaborate portrayal of the absurd
state of human nature as he defines it, in accord with Christian
47 Boaistuau, Bref discours, 42.
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doctrine. Having dispensed with the Epicurean idea that the soul
dies with the body, Boaistuau asserts that it is because human beings
are God’s exalted creatures, with pure and divine souls – “nostre
ame, laquelle est celeste et divine” (41) [our soul, which is celestial
and divine]—that they should not degrade themselves through sin
and corruption, but instead should strive to transcend their physical
state in the world in order to be closer to God. This state of human
duality, while conventional, contributes to Boaistuau’s satire, and
it is the background to the miseria hominis topos developed in the
Théâtre du monde, a topos that consumes more than thrice as many
pages as the dignitas hominis.48
Boaistuau asserts that human misery is a scourge from God,
sending pestilence, war and famine when He is angry with his
creatures, who sin and forget their humble place in relation to God’s
greatness. The spectacle of misery is a manifestation of God’s wrath,
though God does not despise humanity:
Car toulx ces maulx, et ceste mer de miseres, . . . ne vient point
de la haine de Dieu, mais de la malice, et corruption de l’homme
(203).
[For all these evils, and this sea of miseries, . . . does not come
from the hatred of God at all, but from the malice and corruption
of mankind].

Two decades after Boaistuau, Michel de Montaigne would
write in his essay “De la moderation” (I, 30) on the same miseria
hominis topos.49 Though Montaigne was indisputably the greater
writer, both Montaigne and Boaistuau, readers of Lotario’s De

48 The Théâtre du monde takes up 167 pages, contra 49 pages for the Bref discours in
Simonin’s critical editions.
49 “�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Mais, à parler en bon escient, est-ce pas un miserable animal que l’homme ? A peine
est-il en son pouvoir, par sa condition naturelle, de gouter un seul plaisir entier et pur, encore se met-il en peine de le retrancher par discours : il n’est pas assez chetif, si par art et
par estude il n’augmente sa misere : Fortunae miseras auximus arte vias.” [But to speak
in good earnest, isn’t man a miserable animal? Hardly is it in his power, by his natural
condition, to taste a single pleasure pure and entire, and still he is at pains to curtail that
pleasure by his reason: he is not wretched enough unless by art and study he augments his
misery : ‘we have increased by art the troubles of our lot].’” Michel de Montaigne, Les
Essais, éd. Pierre Villey (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 3e édition, 1999), I.30,
200. Latin quotation is from Propertius (3, 7, 32), and was added in the 1588 edition of
the Essais. English tr. Donald Frame, in The Complete Essays of Montaigne (Stanford:
Stanford UP, 1958), 148.
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miseria humanae conditionis, perceived the troubled state of
existence of human beings made still worse by their civilization, as
well as by their passions.
Within a moral framework, Boaistuau’s satire functions often
by means of invective directed towards human nature and society.
His satire is distinguished from straightforward invective and the
sermon genre in two ways: first, Boaistuau juxtaposes incongruous
elements, creating the peculiar mixture that characterizes the
Roman conception of satire; and second, the encyclopedic form
of his compilation invites the reader’s interest and fascination,
which leads to contemplation of the miseries, presented in the static
form of the theatrum mundi, where everyone is on stage because
the stage encompasses the totality of existence. The fascination
of the spectacle of miseries in the Théâtre du monde undermines
the objective of moral edification and high seriousness of the work,
hence the effect of the absurd that emerges. The amusement at the
world’s miseries might comprise early modern Schadenfreude, as
well as a response to perceptions of the absurd, as we have seen.
Let us examine some examples of Boaistuau’s targets for
satire, in which he attacks men and women, many occupations,
and various social levels, through the writer’s harsh commentary.
Occasionally grim humor emerges from the thicket of angry
denunciations, particularly when the target involves the social or
religious élite. For instance, Boaistuau compares doctors unfavorably
with animals, who at least are able to cure themselves. Despite
their university training, the physicians’ cures are not efficacious:
“la pluspart de leurs medecines laxatives ne sont autres choses
que vrais marteaux pour assomer les hommes” (88) [their laxative
medicines in large part are none other than true hammers to smash
men]. Such satire against doctors, an established topos, persisted
in the face of advances in medicine and anatomy, disciplines which
nonetheless relied heavily on traditional authors including Galen and
Hippocrates. Consistent with his interest in medicine and monstrous
forms, Boaistuau discusses women and childbirth with a blend of
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revulsion and pity, lamenting women’s suffering and condition (and
that of their progeny):
Mais pendant les neuf mois, combien donne il de peine et
tourment à la mere à le porter ? … Outre combien d’angouesse
et de martire ont les pauvres à les enfanter ? en quel danger
sont elles lorsqu’elles enfantent ? Les unz sortent quelquefois
les bras en premier, les autres les piedz, les autres les genoilz,
les autres de travers, mais ce qui est plus cruel, et que nous ne
pouvons apprehender sans horreur, il nous est force quelquefois
appeller les chirurgiens, medecins, et barbiers au lieu de sages
femmes, pour desmembrer, dechirer les enfans, et les tirer par
pieces (103-4).
[But during the nine months, how much pain and torment it
gives the mother to carry it (the child)? . . . Moreover, how
much anguish and agony do the poor things have in giving birth
to them? In what danger are they when they give birth? Some
come out sometimes arms first, others feet first, others the knees,
others sideways, but what is more cruel, and what we cannot
apprehend without horror, is that we are forced to call surgeons,
doctors, and barbers instead of midwives, to dismember, rip out
the newborns, and cut them into pieces.]

While the subject of childbirth is not original, Boaistuau’s
development of it contrasts with that of Lotario in the De miseria (I,
6); as Simonin wryly notes, it is also the medical reality in the midsixteenth century.50 Boaistuau continues with the remark: “Voilà
doncques le premier acte de la tragedie de la vie humaine” (105)
[This then is the first act of the tragedy of human life]; this remark
underscores his trope of the theater.
Turning to machinations of the court, Boaistuau denounces
the sophisticated corruption, hypocrisy and manipulation of courtiers:
far from being free to do as they please, they are constantly burdened
with having to indulge their monarch’s whims and transform their
temperament as necessary, for their livelihood depends on flattery
and favor. Boaistuau writes:
50 Simonin, in TM, note 134. Lotario dei Segni (Innocent III) presents the false etymology of “Eva” in I, 6 as coming from interjections of sorrow and suffering, and his treatment
of women and childbirth is very brief and eschews detail.
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Beaucoup à la court t’ostent le bonnet, qui te voudroient avoir
osté la teste. Tel ploye le genoil à te faire reverence, qui se
voudroit estre rompu la jambe à te porter en terre. Tel y est
appellé Monsieur qui merite nom de bourreau (141).
[Many at court take off their hat for you, who would like to have
taken your head off. This one bends his knee to do reverence
to you, who would like to have broken your leg to bring you to
the ground. That one is called Sir who deserves the name of
executioner].

Every form of idle pastime and corruption is available at
court. Courtiers constantly fear betrayal by poisoning or other means.
All run after money and power, including merchants. Princes and
rulers cannot rest because of many cares, and they are vulnerable
to flattery, another form of poison Boaistuau describes in scathing
terms. People in power, “les gens de bien,” spread injustice through
the same purpose that Boaistuau himself denies fulfilling in his own
writing, as he claims in the Preface to the Théâtre du monde: that
is, the “office de censeurs et reformateurs de vices” (145) [office of
censors and reformers of vices:
Ils accusent, ils espient la vie des autres: ils imposent nouveaux
malefices, et quelquefois ne sont pas contents de faire perdre
les biens, mais mesmes poursuivent la vie, et sont causes d’en
faire conduire plusieurs au gibet, desquels la vie est innocente
devant Dieu” (145).
[They accuse, they spy on the lives of others: they impose new
instances of malevolence, and are the cause of so many being
led to the gallows, whose life is innocent before God].

Instead of reducing vice, such people increas and perpetuate
it, according to Boistuau. One of the worst crimes for Boaistuau
is the perversion of virtue through deception—hiding corruption
and malice behind a façade of good character and worthy actions.
Boaistuau seeks to demonstrate that as an observer and valid
member of society, he is not deceived by hypocrisy, and apparently
he derives satisfaction from revealing the truth through his writing,
as well as through storytelling, so as to correct vices. This tendency,
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though it is heavily moralized and based mainly on his readings in
traditional sources, nonetheless could be an early modern antecedent
of the inquisitive interest that drives the investigator or the social
researcher. While Boaistuau perpetuates some of what came to
be called “les idées recues” [received ideas], he also undermines
others; e.g., the customary desirability of money, power, amorous
pursuits, luxury, and beauty, the last of which he calls “une tour
assaillie” (166) [a tower assaulted]. Instead of bringing well-being
and satisfaction, such vanities produce only woes.51 A similar fate
awaits the proud, the ambitious and the greedy. Boaistuau’s social
commentary is not limited to those at the top of the hierarchy; he
also comments on the masses, pointing out that people respect only
a speaker with status (attained through wealth, by means of which
one could purchase a title and thereby join the noblesse de robe):
Le pauvre crie, nul ne l’escoute: mais on demande qui il est.
Le riche parle, et tout le monde luy applaudist, et esleve ses
parolles avec admiration jusques au ciel” (161).
[The poor man shouts, and no one listens to him: but one asks
who he is. The rich man speaks, and everyone applauds him,
and raises his words with admiration to heaven].

Popes and other lofty figures in the ecclesiastical hierarchy are
characterized as fortunate; they come to power without struggle,
bloodshed or military conquest, and their rule is called secure
in comparison to unstable worldly power. They are affluent and
honored by secular rulers.52 Boaistuau apostrophizes the reader:
Mais si tu veulx bien consider la fin de la tragedie, tant s’en
fault que tu les doives juger estre heureux ou leur porter envie,
que mesmes tu les doibs plaindre ou avoir pitié d’eux (149).

51 Cf. Lotario dei Segni, De miseria, in which the organizing principle of Book 2 is man’s
three goals: “opes, voluptates, honores” [riches, pleasures and honors] (II, 1). De miseria
condicionis humane, tr. Robert E. Lewis (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1978).
52 Cf. Ch. 11 of Machiavelli’s Principe [The Prince], composed c. 1513 and published
posthumously in 1527.
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[But if you would like to consider the end of the tragedy, such
is needed for this, that you must judge them to be happy or bear
them envy, that still you must lament their lot or pity them].53

Following St. John Chrysostom,54 Boaistuau asserts that
one ought to pity the popes because to fulfill the role of leading
the Church is a heavy responsibility. The Pope is to be a “serf
public, qui mesprise quasi son propre salut pour conserver celui de
son prochain” (149) [a public servant, who nearly scorns his own
salvation in order to protect that of his fellow]. Paradoxically, the
exalted pontiff, the Vicar of Christ, is placed in the lowest role of
servitude, just as Christ washed the feet of his disciples at the Last
Supper.55 Boaistuau lifts up those who suffer in abject misery by
reminding readers of their divine souls created by God. Conversely,
by means of the traditional typological comparison with Christ in
the passage cited above, Boaistuau pulls down the Pope from his
glorious seat so that he may humbly serve his constituents, rather
than savoring the abundant power and luxury at his disposal. He cites
Platina56 as a source for the lives of the popes, and reports: “vous en
trouverez de si scandaleuses qu’il y a beaucoup de loups parmi ces
pasteurs” (150) [you will find some among them so scandalous that
there are many wolves among these pastors].
The clergy does not escape scathing treatment from
Boaistuau’s satirical pen. Boaistuau implies that Christianity is in
danger under such unstable circumstances, as the increasing tensions
from 1559 onward leading to the religious wars between Catholics
and Huguenots in France would confirm. In accord with longstanding
53 The notion of taking pity on popes would undermine an argument for Boaistuau being
a Huguenot.
54 According to Simonin’s note 242, the source is Epist. ad Hebreos [Letter to the Hebrews], cap. 13, Homil. 34, P.G. 63, col. 233.
55 John 13:1-15. (The ritual Mandatum is observed on Maundy Thursday, as part of the
Easter liturgy).
56 Baptista Platina of Cremona (1421-81), De vita et moribus summorum Pontificum
[Concerning the Lives and Manners of the Supreme Pontiffs]. According to Simonin, this
text was “une autorité équivoque” (see Simonin, ed, TM, note 245).
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traditions of anticlerical conventions,57 Boaistuau condemns the
priests’ decadence and taste for opulence, claiming that they prey
on their flocks instead of taking care of them. Writing carefully
so as not to implicate himself, Boaistuau reveals an awareness of
the risk in discussing the subject of ecclesiastical corruption: “C’est
aux mauvais ausquelz je m’adresse: c’est aux vices et non point
aux personnes” (153) [It is to the bad ones that I address myself: it
is to vices and not to persons]. This statement precedes a section
detailing the myriad sins of the priesthood,58 though Boaistuau is
careful to praise the good, moral, and erudite clergy, and to avoid
engaging in ad hominem satire or slander. Thus piety alternates
with traditional denunciation in laus et vituperatio. Boaistuau’s
mixed approach with the clergy allows aspects of his compilation to
resonate with Catholics and Huguenot readers alike in a tense and
politically charged milieu.
When humankind loses understanding of itself and its place,
one consequence is the disruption of the natural order of things when
God sends miseries: for example, a horde of bees takes over a house
and sends the rightful occupants fleeing (201). The satirical topos
of the monde à l’envers [the world turned upside down] emerges
through Boaistuau’s diatribes against hypocrisy, in which bad actions
are named as good attributes of good character:
Car ceux qui sont iraconds et coleres, bruslent en leurs passions:
qui meurdrissent l’un, et tuent l’autre, nous les appellons
magnanimes, et forts, et disons qu’ils ont le point de honneur
57 On anticlericalism, see Dykema and Oberman, eds., Anticlericalism in Late Medieval
and Early Modern Europe (Leiden: Brill, 1993). For a concise history of anticlericalism,
see José Sánchez, Anticlericalism: A Brief History (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1972); Sánchez defines anticlericalism as a form of dissent in reference to the power
of the clergy, and he distinguishes between ideological and pragmatic anticlericalism, noting that often boundaries are fluid (3-11). For anticlericalism in France, with emphasis
on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, see Alec Mellor, Histoire de l’anticléricalisme
français (Tours: Mame, 1966).
58 Boaistuau writes: “Mais combien y a au contraire, de Prestres par le monde qui sont
confitz en telle ignorance, qu’à peine peuvent ilz lire leur messe, . . . qui sçavent mieulx
courtizanner ou s’employer à quelque autre vanité [. . .] Bref, sont les vrayes sansues qui
ne servent de rien qu’à tirer le sang et la substance des pauvres biens de l’église en pompes,
delices, et exces, au lieu de maintenir les pauves, et s’entretenir la jeunesse aux ars liberaulx et autres disciplines divines et humaines” (TM, 154-55).
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en grande recommandation. Ceux qui seduisent plusieurs
filles et femmes, et qui suivent l’amour lascif, nous appellons
cela porter amitié. Ceux qui sont ambitieux, et qui par tous
moyens illicites taschent à se faire grands en dignitez, nous les
appellons graves, honorables, gens de menée, et d’execution.
Ceux qui sont avaritieux, et qui se font riches en brief tems, et
qui deterrent leur prochain, par milles subtilitez et inventions,
nous appellons cela en nostre vulgaire . . . estre bon mesnager
(204-5).
[For those who are irascible and angry, burn in their passions:
those who murder the one, and kill the other, we call them
magnanimous, and strong, and we say that they are greatly
recommended to have the high point of honor. Those who
seduce a number of girls and women, and who follow lascivious
love, we call that bearing friendship. Those who are ambitious,
and who by every illicit means strive to make themselves great
in dignity, we call them grave, honorable, leading people,
and of great execution. Those who are avaricious, and who
make themselves rich in a short time, and who hold back their
neighbor, by a thousand subtleties and inventions, we call that in
our vulgar tongue . . . to be a good manager of one’s affairs.]

Boaistuau illustrates the commonplace, derived from
antiquity, that vice and virtue are close (cf. the Latin adage “Vicina
sunt vitia virtutibus”).59 Aristotle observes in Book I of the Rhetoric
that when one seeks to praise or blame a man, one identifies vicious
or virtuous qualities that are close to those found in the man
(such as when stupidity is identified with honesty, or a passionate
and excitable character is considered frank, or rashness is named
courage).60 Boaistuau indirectly borrows this idea for the Théâtre
du monde, in order to comment on people’s distorted perceptions
of one another. This leads him to comment, “Voilà comme nous
preposterons toutes choses” (205). Préposter signifies to reverse or
59 Variants of this dictum occur in Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria (1,5,5; 2,12,4; 3,7,25;
8,3,7; 10,2,16), as well as in other classical authors including Seneca. It is also found in
St. Jerome, Altercatio Luciferiani et Orthodoxi, 15, 188. See Renzo Tosi, Dizionario delle
sentenze latine e greche, (Milan: Rizzoli [BUR], 1991), nos. 1708 and 1709.
60 See Aristotle, Rhetoric, tr. W. Rhys Roberts, in The Complete Works of Aristotle:
The Revised Oxford Translation, 2 vol., ed. Julian Barnes (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1984,
1995), Book I, 1367a31-37 to 1367b, 1-7.
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turn over, literally to put the first thing last (pre/before becomes post/
after), which disturbs the proper order of things. Drawing upon his
encyclopedic knowledge, Boaistuau himself reverses conventional
worldly opinion through an alchemical and anatomical metaphor,
while criticizing the avaricious: “l’or et l’argent [ne sont] autre
chose qu’un vray excrement de la terre” (210) [gold and silver are
none other than a true excrement of the earth]. He continues by
naming three dangers, “les plus grands maquereaux de ce monde”
[the three greatest enticements of this world] which are “liberté,
jeunesse, richesse” (221) [liberty, youth, riches].
The passages from the Théâtre du monde cited above do not
seek to elicit pity from readers, nor the restoration of a rigid moral
rectitude, nor do they evoke the pathos of tragedy, but instead they
conventionally present the bitter flavor of satire concerning the mores
of Boaistuau’s society. What is the solution? What is to be done
about the human condition? Despite the heavy presence of religious
sources in his compilation, the reader is left with the impression that
Boaistuau is not entirely satisfied with the ecclesiastical position on
the human condition in the world and with the Christian exhortations
to confess, pray and turn to faith in God for solace. If Boaistuau
emphasizes the difficulty of discerning between virtue and vice in
the human character, as well as the difficulty of assessing the clergy
and valid doctrine in a time of religious uncertainty, then moral
rectitude is a distant target indeed. The miseries in the Théâtre du
monde are tinged with the shadow of doubt. This doubt, as well
as compassion, emerges in Boaistuau’s satire of love, when Cupid
strikes, people waste their lives due to what he calls love’s “mortelle
poison”, “cruelle maladie”, and “affliction d’esprit”. In a parody of
the Pygmalion myth, Boaistuau relates the story61 of a rich Athenian
youth who fell in love with a public statue and made a fool of himself
(219). In the context of Boaistuau’s acquired medical knowledge, we
read that just as the cause of “ceste maladie” of love is in dispute, so
61 Simonin claims that Boaistuau took this parody from Athenaeus and Mexía; see Simonin, TM, note 422. The Athenaeus reference is to Book 13, paragraph 605 of the Deipnonsophistae; Athenaeus alludes to but does not recount the Ovidian story of Pygmalion; rather, it is Cleisophus of Selymbria and others whose stories are recounted by Athenaeus.
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is the cure: astrologers, physicians, philosophers and others propose
origins and solutions for the lovelorn, but none are definitive (214).

Boaistuau satirizes old age and death, which contrast with
youth and beauty. He laments the body’s decay and final descent
into corruption. This is followed by enumeration of the various
shameful ways of dying, including illness and suffering, which
conclude with “une charoigne vile et puante” (226) [a vile and foulsmelling corpse]. Here tragedy outweighs satire in Boaistuau’s text.
This section is accompanied by a reminder that all souls face God’s
judgment. However, Boaistuau also remarks that all the tombs,
monuments and mausoleums in the world cannot disguise the
ugliness of death. The passage presents a bitter commentary on the
human yearning for status and renown in the face of the universal
fate of mortals.
In this brief analysis, we have seen that Boaistuau includes
satire within the mixed form of the Théâtre du monde, based on
techniques of representation, diatribe, and incongruity. The fact that
Boaistuau published the Théâtre du monde and the Bref discours
de l’excellence et dignité de l’homme, both in 1558, each at crosspurposes with the other, constitutes an incongruous pairing in itself,
an exploration via coincidentia oppositorum of the dichotomy of the
traditional rhetorical categories of virtue and vice expounded through
laus et vituperatio. The game is given away, however, by the greater
length of Boaistuau’s discourse about miseries on his figurative
world stage. The satire of writers like Rabelais or Erasmus is more
complex, subversive and unconventional about notions of authority.
In Boaistuau there is more indignation and force than subtle mockery
or serio ludens. Boaistuau seeks to impose moral clarity on the
turmoil that he perceives through his observation and reading. This
includes the anticipation of just retribution at the Apocalypse for
the sins, vices and corruption that he denounces throughout the
book. But the vast spectacle of miseries accompanied by human
vice and corruption escapes justice in the cornucopian theater of the
world that Boaistuau evokes (divine justice not yet being imposed),
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hence the writer-compilator’s response of satirizing such a world.
Despite the fact Boaistuau has not composed an original text, still,
satire is possible within the encyclopedic genre of the compilation.
The disarray of worldly corruption corresponds well to the jumbled
elements in Boaistuau’s text, forming a spatial satire within the
heterogeneous form itself, a theater of fascinating disorder.
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Appendix: Works by Pierre Boaistuau (1517-66), listed in chronological order
L’Histoire de Chelidonius Tigurinus, sur l’Institution des Princes Chrestiens. Paris: Vincent Sertenas,
1556, 1559.
Le théâtre du monde Paris: Vincent Sertenas, 1558.
Bref discours de l’excellence et la dignité de l’homme Paris: Vincent Sertenas, 1558.
Histoires des amans fortunez, 1558. Edited (and altered) by Boaistuau, from the unfinished nouvelles
by Marguerite de Navarre (sister of François I), subsequently reedited by Claude Gruget and published
as the Heptaméron (1559). Boaistuau’s edition caused a scandal; it offended Jeanne d’Albret, who
suppressed it because Marguerite de Navarre’s was not mentioned in the preface.
Histoires Tragiques, 1559. This was a translation and adaptation from the Novelle of Matteo Bandello
(1485-1561), a Dominican friar.
Carr, Richard A., ed. Histoires tragiques / Pierre Boaistuau. Paris : H. Champion (Société des textes
français modernes), 1977. This book was a commercial success, with five separate printings in 1559
alone, including a special printing dedicated to Queen Elizabeth. This work of Boaistuau is also
known because story II, 9 from the Novelle of Matteo Bandello (1485-1561) was used by Shakespeare
as a source for Romeo and Juliet. Bandello’s source for this story was Luigi da Porto (1485-1529),
whose source in turn was Masuccio Salernitano (1410-75).
Histoires Prodigieuses, 1560-1582, in 5 volumes; an anonymous sixth appeared in 1594. On monsters.
With François de Belleforest (1530-1583).
Histoires des persécutions de l’église chrestienne et catholique. Paris: Vincent Norment, 1572.
Completed by Pierre de Cistières.
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